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FOREWORD

The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) collects and publishes
information on the condition of education in the United States. The Hawkins-Stafford
Elementary and Secondary School Improvement Amendments of 1988 (P.L. 100-297)
mandated specifically that NCES collect and publish data about dropping out of school.
One of these mandates requires NCES annually to report dropout and retention rates for a
12-month period to the appropriate committees of Congress on the second Tuesday after
Labor Day, beginning in 1989. This report was prepared pursuant to that mandate and is
NCES’ fourth annual report on dropout rates.

This report presents the data for 1991 on high school dropout and retention rates.
This report also examines high school completion and graduation rates. At the conclusion
of the report is a discussion of new data collection efforts by NCES that have a direct
bearing on the issues of high school dropouts and graduates.

The report is based on the best and most current national data available at this time. It
utilizes the Current Population Survey conducted by the Bureau of the Census to develop
national event and status dropout rates; 1990 Decennial Census to develop status dropout
rates for states, counties, and large cities; and the National Education Longitudinal Study of
1988 to develop an 8th- through 10th-grade cohort dropout rate. NCES is currently
pursuing an extensive, integrated program to expand and improve data collected about
dropouts in response to the provisions of P.L. 100-297. These efforts were described in an
earlier report, Activities to Plan and Implement the Reporting of School Dropout and
Retention Indicators: Status Report to the United States Congress on Activities Related to
Section 406 (G) of the General Education Provisions Act (GEPA) as Amended by Public
Law 100-297, May 1989. To this end, a dropout statistics collection was initiated in the
1991-92 school year as a component of the NCES Common Core of Data (CCD).

I hope the information in this report will be useful in discussions about this critical
national issue.

Emerson J. Elliott
Acting Commissioner of
Education Statistics
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This is the fourth annual dropout report to Congress by the National Center for
Education Statistics. It presents data for 1991 on high school dropout and retention rates
along with time series data for the period from 1972 to 1991. Decennial Census data from
1990 are included to provide dropout rates for states, counties, and large cities. For the first
time, dropout rates are presented separately for persons with different levels of income.
Detailed status rate data on educational and generational levels of Hispanic dropouts are
also included for the first time. This report also contains new data on the cohort dropout
rates for eighth-graders who dropped out of school between 1988 and 1990. In addition, a
detailed examination of high school completion and graduation rates is presented.

Types of Dropout Rates

There are a variety of ways to define and calculate dropout rates. Each type of
dropout rate measures a different facet of dropping out. Three types of dropout rates are
discussed in this report: event rates, status rates, and cohort rates.

» Event rates measure the proportion of students who drop out in a single
year without completing high school.

- Event rates are important because they reveal how many students are
leaving high school each year and how each year’s rates compare
with previous ones.

» Status rates measure the proportion of the population who have not
completed high school and are not enrolled at one point in time, regardless
of when they dropped out.

- Status dropout rates are important because they reveal the extent of
the dropout problem in the population and, therefore, suggest the
magnitude of the challenge for further training and education that
will permit these individuals to participate more fully in the economy
and the life of the nation.

- Status dropout rates are much higher than event dropout rates
because they represent the cumulative impact of the annual dropout
rates over a number of years.

» Cohort rates measure what happens to a single group (or cohort) of
students over a period of time.

- Cohort rates are important because they reveal how many students in
a single age group (or in a specific grade in school) drop out over
time.

- Cohort rates also allow the calculation of how many dropouts from
the cohort eventually complete high school with a diploma or an
alternative credential.



This report updates the data on event and status rates presented in last year’s report
and presents several cohort rates, including those from the eighth-grade class of 1988.

Event, Status, and Cohort Dropout Rates

National dropout rates have declined over the last decade. The event dropout rate for
persons 15 through 24 years old in grades 10-12 was 6.1 percent in 1980 and 4.0 percent
in 1991. Furthermore, the status dropout rate for persons 16 through 24 years old was
14.1 percent in 1980 and 12.5 percent in 1991.

Analyses of the most recent dropout rates for 1991 by selected demographic
characteristics reveal consistent patterns across the three types of national dropout rates—
event, status, and cohort. In particular, male and female dropout rates are comparable, and
central city rates are higher than suburban rates. Furthermore, within current income levels,
black dropout rates are not significantly different than white rates.

Event Rate

» In 1991, some 4.0 percent of 15- to 24-year-olds in grades 10 to 12
dropped out of school. The event dropout rate represents approximately
348,000 students dropping out of school in 1991.

» The school retention rate for 1991—the proportion of students graduating
or remaining in school from one year to the next—was 96.0 percent.

« The event dropout rate was highest among 15- through 24-year-olds living
in families at the low income level, intermediate at middle income levels,

and lowest at high income levels.

o The event rate for 1991 was not statistically different from the rate for
1990, nor were there significant differences between the rate for 1991 and
the rate for 1990 for males, females, or members of different racial or

ethnic groups.

 The event dropout rate has fallen over the last decade. In the late 1970s, the
annual event dropout rate was over 6 percent. By 1991, the rate was 4.0
percent (figure A). The decline in the event dropout rate over the last
decade occurred at each grade level and at each age. This decline is also
evident in the event dropout rates for white and black students.

» While low income students, students living in central cities, and older
students were more likely to drop out than other students, the majority of
students who dropped out over the last year were white, were under 20
years old, and lived in middle or high income families and in suburban or

non-metropolitan areas.



Figure A.—Event dropout rates for grades 10-12, ages 15-24, by race-
ethnicity: October 1972 through October 1991
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SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey, October
(various years), unpublished tabulations.

Status Rate

* In 1991, approximately 3.9 million persons in the United States ages 16
through 24 had not completed high school and were not currently enrolled
in school. This represented about 12.5 percent of all persons in this age

group.

» Decennial Census data show that 11.2 percent of the 16- through 19-year-
olds in 1990 had not completed high school and were not currently enrolled
in school.

e 1In 1990, there were 5 states and the District of Columbia in which more
than 14 percent of the 16- through 19-year-olds had not completed high
school and were not currently enrolled in school—Georgia, Florida,
Arizona, California, and Nevada.

 There is more variability in the status dropout rate in smaller geographic
areas. The status dropout rate was above 20 percent in 23 of the 250 largest
cities in the United States, above 20 percent in 133 counties, and above 30
percent in 17 counties.

+ The 1991 status rate for all persons ages 16 through 24 was not statistically
different from the 1990 rate, nor were there significant differences between



the 1991 and 1990 rates for males, females, or members of different racial
or ethnic groups.

The percentage of young persons who are status dropouts has generally
declined over the last two decades. In 1972, some 15 percent of persons 16
through 24 were not enrolled and had not completed high school,

compared with 13 percent in 1991 (figure B).

Persons in central cities, in the southern or western regions of the country,
in low income families, and persons of Hispanic origin were more likely to
be status dropouts than were other persons.

There were no differences between the status dropout rates of white and
black 16- to 24-year olds at each of three income levels. In addition, the
rates for whites and blacks were constant within each income group since

the early 1980s.

About one-third of all Hispanics age 16 through 24 had not finished high
school and were not enrolled in school. The status dropout rate of 43
percent for Hispanics ages 16 through 24 who were born outside of the 50
states and the District of Columbia was higher than the status dropout rates
for first generation Hispanics (17 percent) or second generation or more

(24 percent).

The status dropout rates for Hispanics, taken as a group, ranged from two
to five times those of whites and blacks. However, when dropout rates
were computed separately for Hispanic subgroups, the rates for Mexican-
Americans and Puerto Ricans were three times the rates for non-Hispanics,
while the rate for Cubans was about the same as the non-Hispanic rate.
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Figure B.—Status dropout rates for persons ages 16-24, by race—ethnicity:

October 1972 through October 1991
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SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey, October
(various years), unpublished tabulations.

Cohort Rates

Some 6.8 percent of the eighth-grade cohort of 1988 dropped out of school
between the 8th and 10th grade. There were not significant differences in
the percentage of male and female eighth-graders dropping out.

Hispanic and black students in the 1988 eighth grade cohort dropped out at
almost twice the rate of whites and Asians.

In 1990, the vast majority of dropouts from the eighth grade class of 1988
planned to eventually complete their high school education. (In fact, 2.4
percent claimed that they already had completed by passing the GED
exam.) Less than § percent did not plan to return to school—3.5 percent of
males and 4.8 percent of females.

Some of the most common reasons that students cited for dropping out
were related to their experiences in the schools they left behind—including
a general dislike for school and/or failure in their schoolwork.
Furthermore, over 40 percent reported the opportunity to improve their
academic skills as a reason to return to school.

About one-third of female dropouts said they left school because they were
pregnant. A relatively large proportion of female dropouts also said they
would be likely to return to school if they did not have to support their
family, or if they could attend classes at night or on the weekends.
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High School Completion and Graduation

« The high school completion rate, defined as the percentage of all persons
ages 21 and 22 who have completed high school by receiving a high school
diploma or equivalency certificate, was 85.7 percent in 1991. This rate has
gradually increased over the last 20 years from approximately 82 percent in
1972 to 86 percent in 1991 (figure C).

e The high school completion rate for 29- and 30-year-olds increased
markedly from about 78 percent in 1972 to around 87 percent in the early
1980s, and has remained level over the past decade.

Figure C.—High school completion rates for persons of selected ages, by
age group: October 1972 through October 1991
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SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey, October
(various years), unpublished tabulations.

¢ Trends in the completion rates for white and black 21- through 22-year-
olds (figure D) show larger increases for blacks than for whites, narrowing
the difference between the two groups. Completion rates for white 21- and
22-year-olds increased from approximately 85 percent in 1972 to
approximately 90 percent in 1991. Completion rates for black 21- and 22-
year-olds increased from approximately 74 percent in 1972 to just over 81
percent in 1991.



Figure D.—High school completion rates for all 21- and 22-year-olds, by
race—ethnicity: October 1972 through October 1991
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INTRODUCTION

The measurement and analysis of dropout rates and high school completion and
graduation rates is one essential element in tracking the progress of students through the
American educational system. The Special Study Panel of Education Indicators’ 1991
Report noted that students who drop out of school are not acquiring the competencies
needed to function successfully in the American economy.! The Panel expressed concern
that despite modest improvements in the dropout rates nationwide, a sizable number of
youth (3.9 million) are not in school and have not completed high school. They suggested
that unemployment statistics reported by educational level could help monitor the economic
consequences of education and training. Unemployment statistics for 1991 show that at
least twoztimes as many dropouts as graduates were unemployed (23.1 percent versus 9.4
percent).

The national importance of this educational problem was also highlighted by the
President and governors’ inclusion of high school completion in their 1990 list of national
education goals. The specific goal is to increase the high school graduation rate to at least
90 percent by the year 2000. Two additional objectives were identified as part of the aim to
meet the high school completion goal:

+ The nation must dramatically reduce its dropout rate, and 75 percent of those
students who do drop out will successfully complete a high school degree or its
equivalent.

+ The gap in high school graduation rates between American students from minority
backgrounds and their non-minority counterparts will be eliminated.3

The National Forum on Education Statistics recognized the importance of standard,
reliable, consistent time series data to monitor patterns in high school dropout, graduation,
and completion rate data. A 1990 report from this group, A Guide to Improving the
National Education Data System, recommends that:

» NCES, in cooperation with state departments of education, should obtain and
periodically report comparable state-by-state data on school dropouts and
completers by race—ethnicity, sex, and other important subgroups.

In recent years the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) has taken a
number of steps to ensure the availability of improved dropout data. For example, NCES
conducted a field test of a dropout data collection from 1989 to 1991. As a result, a dropout
statistics collection was initiated in the 1991-92 school year as a component of the NCES
Common Core of Data (CCD). In addition, in 1988 the Hawkins-Stafford Elementary and
Secondary School Improvement Amendments (P.L. 100-297) (20 U.S.C. 1221e-1)

1yU.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Special Study Panel of Education
Indicators, Education Counts: An Indicator System to Monitor the Nation’ s Educational Health (1991).

2(.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Employment and Earnings, January 1992, Vol
39:1.

30ffice of the Press Secretary, the White House, “National Education Goals,” Press release, January 31,
1990.



included provisions for NCES to report a dropout rate for a 12-month period to Congress
on an annual basis starting in 1989.

Over the last 3 years NCES has published annual reports to Congress on dropout and
retention rates.4 The present publication is the fourth annual high school dropout report to
Congress. This report contains three main sections. First, it provides an update on data on
three measures—event, status, and cohort dropout rates—presented in the first three annual
reports. The second section of the report focuses its discussion on the Current Population
Survey data on high school completion and graduation. In the third section, new NCES
data collection efforts related to high school dropouts are described. At the end of the
report, technical appendices provide a discussion of the statistical methodology used and
also present standard errors for all estimates.

This year’s dropout report differs in several ways from previous years’ reports to
Congress on dropout and retention rates. Decennial Census data are included to provide
status dropout rates for states, counties, and large cities. Also included for the first time are
dropout rates disaggregated by income level and by income level and race. In addition,
detailed status rate data on generational and educational levels of Hispanic dropouts are
presented. The discussion on high school completion and graduation rates focuses on two
age groups which were selected to represent the experience of the young adult population
soon after completion of high school (21- and 22-year-olds) and the experience of a
somewhat older group after several years’ opportunity for late completers to return (29- and

30-year-olds).

4p, Kaufman, M. M. McMillen, & S. Whitener, Dropout Rates in the United States: 1990, U.S.
Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, (September 1991); P. Kaufman & M.
Frase, Dropout Rates in the United States: 1989, U.S. Department of Education, National Center for
Education Statistics, (September 1990); and M. Frase, Dropout Rates in the United States: 1988, U.S.
Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, (September 1989).



EVENT, STATUS, AND COHORT DROPOUT RATES

Event Rates

Event dropout rates provide a measure of recent dropout experiences. This rate
measures the proportion of individuals who dropped out of school over a specified time
interval, such as a 12-month period. Using the October Current Population Survey (CPS),
data are available on the number or proportion of students who were enrolled in high
school a year ago, are not enrolled in grades 10-12 now, and have not completed high
school—that is, the number or proportion of students who dropped out in the past year.5
The CPS does not collect data on last year’s enrollment for persons younger than 15 years
old. This makes it difficult to calculate dropout rates below grade 10. Using the existing
data, event dropout rates can be computed in the aggregate over the grade 10 through grade
12 range, or separately as grade specific rates for each grade—10, 11, and 12. Similarly,
they can be aggregated over a range of ages, or separately for single years of age. The
aggregate, grade-specific, and age-specific event dropout and school retention rates are
shown below for the most recent years, along with trends in the event dropout rate from
1972-1991.

Event Rate: 1991

Table 1 shows the aggregate event rates for 1989-1991. In 1991, approximately
348,000 students or 4.0 percent of all high school students 15 through 24 years old
dropped out of grades 10-12.6 The school retention rate is the converse of the event
dropout rate. That is, the event dropout rate plus the school retention rate sum to 100
percent. The school retention rate reflects the proportion of 15- through 24-year-old
students remaining in school from one year to the next or completing high school in that
year. It was 96.0 percent for 1991. Table 1 also shows that the percentage of students
dropping out in 1991 is the same as the annual rate for 1990.7

5Speciﬁcally, the numerator of the event rate for 1991 is the number of persons 15 through 24 years old
surveyed in 1991 who were enrolled in high school in October 1990, were not enrolled in high school
(grades 10-12) in October 1991, and who also did not complete high school (i.e., had not received a high
school diploma or an equivalency certificate) between October 1990 and October 1991. The denominator of
the event rate is the sum of the dropouts (i.e., the numerator) and the number of all persons 15 through 24
years old who completed grades 10, 11, and 12 last year or who graduated high school last year.

SThis year's report compared to last year's report uses a slightly different definition of the event dropout
rate. Specifically, this year's rate includes in the denominator all students who reported they graduated high
school last year, regardless of whether they reported completing more than 12 years of school. This results
in a slightly larger denominator and a slightly lower estimate of the rate. For example, using last year's
definition, the rate for 1990 was 4.1 percent, while using this year's definition the 1990 rate is 4.0 percent.

TStandard errors for all tables are provided in appendix A of this report.



Table 1.—Event dropout and retention rates and number of dropouts ages
15-24 in grades 10-12: October 1989 through October 1991

Eventdropout  School retention Number
rate rate of dropouts
Year ending (percent) (percent) {(in thousands)
1989 4.5 95.5 403
1990 4.0 96.0 347
1991 4.0 96.0 348

NOTE: Some figures are revised from those previously published. Percentages may not sum to 100 percent
due to rounding.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey, October
(various years), unpublished data.

Table 2 shows the 1991 event dropout and school retention rates for demographic
characteristics of persons 15 through 24 years old. The event dropout rate was highest
among 15- through 24-year-olds living in families at the low income level, intermediate at
middle income levels, and lowest at high income levels.® Although the dropout rates
disaggregated by race—ethnicity appear to follow the patterns reported in recent years,
where the dropout rates observed for Hispanic students were higher than those for white
students, the observed differences between racial or ethnic categories in the 1991 event
dropout rates were not statistically significant. Students residing in central cities dropped
out at a higher rate than did students in suburban areas.®

The event rate for 1991 was not statistically different from the rate for 1990, nor were
there significant differences between the rate for 1991 and the rate for 1990 for males,

females, or members of different racial or ethnic groups.

8While the event of dropping out may have taken place at any time over the previous year, family income
is measured for the 12-month period preceding the survey in October of the current year. It is therefore
possible that the family income of the student at the time they dropped out was somewhat different than
their current family income. Furthermore, family income is from a single question asked of the household
respondent in the October CPS. In some cases, there are persons 15 to 24 years old living in the household
that are unrelated 1o the household respondent, yet whose family income is defined as the income of the
family of the household respondent. Also, persons may be living in a household without their parents.
Family income in this case measures something other than family background. However, an analysis of
1991 dropout rates by family status indicated that the bias introduced by persons not living in households
with their parents was not significant. See the technical appendix for more details.

9The statistical significance of these comparisons were assessed with Student’s t-test with a Bonferroni
correction for multiple comparisons. For a full discussion of the statistical methods used in this report, see

appendix B.



Table 2.—Event dropout and retention rates and number and distribution of
dropouts from grades 10-12, ages 15-24, by sex, race-ethnicity,
income, region, and metropolitan status: 1991

Event School Number Percent
dropout retention of dropouts of all
rate rate (thousands) dropouts
(percent) (percent)
Total 4.0 96.0 348 100.0
Sex
Male 38 96.2 168 48.3
Female 4.2 95.8 180 51.7
Race—ethnicity!
White, non-Hispanic 3.2 96.8 198 56.9
Black, non-Hispanic 6.0 94.0 81 23.3
Hispanic 7.3 92.7 60 17.2
Family income2
Low income level 10.6 89.5 124 - 35.6
Middle income level 4.0 96.0 198 56.9
High income level 1.0 99.0 25 7.2
Region
Northeast 3.4 96.6 52 14.9
Midwest 3.7 96.3 85 24.4
South 5.0 95.0 147 422
West 3.3 96.7 64 18.4
Metropolitan status
Central city 5.7 94.3 144 41.4
Suburban 3.0 97.0 120 34.5
Non-metropolitan 4.1 95.9 84 24.1

1 Not shown separately are non-Hispanics who are neither black nor white, but who are included in the
total.

2 Family income in current residence. Low income is defined as the bottom 20 percent of all family
incomes for 1991; middle income is between 20 and 80 percent of all family incomes; and high income is
the top 20 percent of all family incomes.

NOTE: Percentages may not sum to 100 percent due to rounding.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey, October
1991, unpublished data,

While 10th through 12th grade students living in low income families were more
likely to drop out than their peers, and students living in central cities were more likely to
drop out than their suburban counterparts, the majority of all students were white, lived in
suburban or non-metropolitan areas and in middle or high income families. Therefore, the
majority of students who dropped out over the year were not from minority backgrounds
and did not live in low income households or in central cities. On average, 56.9 percent



were white, 58.6 percent lived in suburban or non-metropolitan areas, and 64.1 percent
lived in middle or high income households.

Grade-specific event dropout and school retention rates for persons 15 through 24
years old in grades 10-12 in 1991 are shown in Table 3. In 1991, approximately 105,000
students or 3.3 percent of all 10th graders and 101,000 or 3.2 percent of all 11th graders
dropped out of school. About 4.7 percent of the 12th graders (142,000 students) dropped

out in 1991.10

Table 3.—Event dropout and retention rates and number and distribution of
dropouts from grades 10-12, ages 15-24, by grade level: 1991

Event School Number Percent
dropout retention of dropouts of all
rate Tate (thousands) dropouts

(percent) (percent)

Total 4.0 96.0 348 100.0
Grade*
10th grade 3.3 96.7 105 30.2
11th grade 3.2 96.8 101 29.0
12th grade 4.7 95.3 142 40.8

* Dropouts were assumed to have dropped out in the next grade higher than the highest grade they actually
completed, therefore summer dropouts are assigned to the next highest grade.

NOTE: Percentages may not sum to 100 percent due to rounding.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey, October
1991, unpublished data.

Age-specific event dropout and school retention rates for persons ages 15-24 years
old in grades 10 through 12 in 1991 are shown in Table 4. The dropout rate for students
enrolled in grades 10-12 increases with each age, from 2.5 percent of the 15- and 16-year-
olds to 5.8 percent of the 19-year-olds and 10.3 percent of the 20- through 24-year-olds.
Also, about 60 percent of the 15- through 24-year-olds who dropped out of grades 10-12

in 1991 were age 17 or 18.

10pifferences in event dropout rates between grades were not statistically significant.



Table 4.—Event dropout and retention rates and number and distribution of
dropouts from grades 10-12, ages 15-24, by age group: 1991

Event School Number Percent
dropout retention of dropouts of all
rate Tate (thousands) dropouts

(percent) (percent)

Total 4.0 96.0 348 100.0
Age*
15-16 2.5 97.5 61 17.5
17 3.5 96.6 97 279
18 4.7 95.3 110 31.6
19 5.8 94.2 44 12.6
20-24 10.3 89.7 35 10.1

* Age when a person dropped out may be one year younger, because the dropout event could occur at any
time over a 12-month period.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey, October
1991, unpublished data.

Trends

Regression analysis was used to test for trends across age groups and over time.
Figure 1 shows the aggregate event rates for the years 1972-1991.1! The event rates
indicate that the incidence of dropping out has fallen over the last decade.1? Specifically, in
the late 1970s, the event rate was over 6 percent. By 1991, it was only 4.0 percent.!3
Furthermore, dropout rates for white and black students have generally fallen during the
last decade. For example, in 1981 some 9.7 percent of black students 15 through 24 years
old dropped out of high school, whereas in 1991 some 6.0 percent of black students in this
age group did so. For white students, the percent of 15- through 24-year-olds who
dropped out of high school was 4.8 percent in 1981 and 3.2 percent in 1991. Estimates of
the Hispanic dropout rate evidence no apparent statistical trend, but were consistently
higher than comparable rates for whites over this period.14

1§ypporting data and standard errors for all figures are provided in appendix A of this report.

12Beginning with 1986, to improve the quality of the data, the Burean of the Census instituted new editing
procedures for cases with missing data on school enrollment items. The effect of the editing changes
lowered the event dropout rate by about 0.4 percent, thus confounding the actual size of the decline in the
dropout rates in the late 1980s. However, the effect of these editing changes were held constant when the
tests of trend were conducted. See the technical appendix for further details.

13The statistical significance of the trends presented in this section was assessed using weighted least
squares regression. For a full discussion of the statistical methods used in this report, see appendix B.

14The erratic nature of the Hispanic event rate reflects, in part, the small sample size of Hispanics in CPS.



Figure 1.—Event dropout rates for grades 10-12, ages 15-24, by race-
ethnicity: October 1972 through October 1991
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SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey, October
{various years), unpublished data.

Event dropout rates have declined for black male students and for white male and

female students over the last decade (table 5).15 The white male rate declined from about 5
percent in 1981 to about 3 percent in 1991. The white female rate also declined over this
time period from about 5 percent in 1981 to just under 4 percent in 1991. Black male rates

fell from about 9 percent in 1981 to about 5 percent in 1991.16

15while table 5 displays biennial data for the years between 1981 and 1991, the statistical analysis of the
trends in the event rates was conducted on the data for all of the years from 1981-1991. Data for the years

1972-1991 are presented in appendix A.

16ast year’s report indicated that the black female event rate had also declined over the last decade.
However, the rate for black females has increased from 5.7 percent in 1990 to 6.8 percent in 1991, and thus
the changes apparent over the last decade do not result in a statistically significant decline.



Table 5.—Event dropout rates from grades 10-12, ages 15-24, by sex and
race—ethnicity: October 1981 through October 1991

White, Black,
non-Hispanic non-Hispanic Hispanic
Year Male Female Male Female Male Female
(percent)
1981 5.2 4.5 9.4 10.0 10.7 10.7
1983 4.7 4.0 6.9 7.1 13.8 6.2
1985 4.6 4.1 8.3 7.3 9.4 10.0
1987 3.9 3.1 6.2 6.7 4.8 6.1
1989 3.7 3.3 7.0 8.6 7.8 7.7
1991 2.8 3.7 53 6.8 10.1 4.6

NOTE: Some figures are revised from those previously published.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey, October
(various years), unpublished data.

Figure 2 shows the grade-specific event rates for 15- through 24-year-olds in grades
10-12 for the years 1972 through 1991.17 The decline observed in the aggregate dropout
rate over the last decade was evident at each grade level. More specifically, the event rate
for 10th grade dropouts fell from about 6 percent in 1979 to approximately 3 percent in
1991, the rate for 11th grade dropouts declined from about 7 percent in 1981 to about 3
percent in 1991, and the 12th grade rate went from about 9 percent in 1978 to nearly 5
percent in 1991.

17Students are assumed to have dropped out in the next grade after the highest grade they reported
completing.



Figure 2.—Event dropout rates for grades 10-12, ages 15-24, by grade
level: October 1972 through October 1991
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SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey, October
(various years), unpublished data.

Figure 3 shows the age-specific event rates for 15- through 24-year-olds for the years

1972-1991. The declines observed in the aggregate and grade-specific rates were apparent
in the age-specific rates as well. There were measurable decreases in the event dropout rates
over the last decade for persons age 15-16, 17, 18, 19, and 20-24.
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Figure 3.—Event dropout rates for grades 10-12, ages 15-24, by age
group: October 1972 through October 1991

Percent
35 9
30 4 TN, 20 mmugh24-year-olds
" '.\ o, .\"“\‘ '.\.‘
X AN N I 4 \
d == -~ * -\
L4
- v/ \‘ .A.
. . N
o~ \ , \
15 < ,-\ . f’ \‘ 19-)’63[’ -olds . ‘\
R ‘\ / NN a’\\ 7 ‘.
w04 Y - 7 Sea ~ . \-\ .
o= _os. I18-year-olds \.\,I .\-\
5 """"" 4 LT Tl e
0 15- and 16-year-olds -~ e ——

1972 1974 1976 1978 1980 1982 1984 1986 1988 1990 1991

Year

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey, October
(various years), unpublished data.

Status Rates

In addition to measuring recent dropout experiences, it is also important to know how
many individuals share the status of dropout, regardless of when they dropped out. CPS
data can be used to calculate the number or proportion of individuals who, as of October of
any given year, have not completed high school and are not currently enrolled in school.!8
Those persons who are still in school and those who have completed high school after
dropping out are not dropouts. The aggregate and age-specific rates and numbers of status
dropouts for 16- through 24-year-olds in 1991 are presented below, followed by an
examination of trends in the status dropout rate from 1972-1991.

Roughly speaking, the status dropout rate is a composite of the event rates summed
over several years. The count of all dropouts includes status dropouts from the previous
year, plus new dropouts in the most current year, less those dropouts who returned to
school or completed high school during the current year. (See Technical Appendix B for a
more detailed discussion.)

18The numerator of this rate is the number of individuals age 16 through 24 who, as of October of any
given year, have not completed high school and are not currently enrolled in school. The denominator is the
number of persons in that age group in October of that year.
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Status Rate: 1991

In 1991 about 3.9 million persons in the United States ages 16 through 24 were high
school dropouts, representing approximately 12.5 percent of all persons in this age group
(table 6). The proportion of dropouts in 1991 was essentially unchanged from the previous
year’s rate of 12.1 percent and the 1989 rate of 12.6 percent.1?

Table 6.—Rate and number of status dropouts, ages 16-24: October 1989
through October 1991

October
1989 1990 1991
Status dropout rate 12.6 12.1 12.5
(percent)
Number of status dropouts 4,038 3,797 3,881
(in thousands)
Population 32,007 31,443 31,171

(in thousands)

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey, October
(various years), unpublished data.

Recently available data from the 1990 Decennial Census provide information on
educational attainment and current enrollment status for the population ages 16 to 19. These
data can be used to compute a type of status rate that show the percentage of 16- through
19-year-olds who were not enrolled in school and had not graduated from high school in

the nation, and within each state, county, and large city.

Nationally, about 1.6 million or 11.2 percent of all 16- through 19-year-olds were
high school dropouts in 1990 (figure 4). When this status rate was computed for each state,
the rates ranged from 4.3 percent in North Dakota to 14.9 percent in Nevada and 19.1
percent in the District of Columbia (table 7). While the rates fell between 9.0 and 12.0 in 25
states, there were 11 states plus the District of Columbia with rates above that range and 14
states with rates below that range. (Detailed data are included in appendix table C1).

19The differences in the number of status dropouts and in the number of persons in the population 16
through 24 years old between 1990 and 1991 are not statistically significant.
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Figure 4.—Percentage of status dropouts,* ages 16-19, by state: U.S. Decennial Census,
1990
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*Rates are computed based on the number of 16- through 19-year-olds in each geographical unit who are not
enrolled and have not graduated from high school, expressed as a percent of an estimated population of 16-
through 19-year-olds. This estimate is based on the current 14- through 17-year-old population in each
geographical unit, ratio adjusted to the size of the United States total population ages 16 through 19. See the

technical appendix for more details.

SOURCE: Unpublished tabulation of data from the 1990 U.S. Census Sample Detail File.
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Table 7.—Distribution of status dropout rates,* ages 16-19, by 250 largest
cities, states, and counties: U.S. Decennial Census, 1990

250
largest
States cities Counties

Total 11.2 14.9 11.2
Range

Minimum 4.3 2.1 0.0

Maximum 19.1 36.7 55.7
Distribution

0to49 1 6 465

5.0t0 8.9 13 31 930

9.0t0 12.0 25 61 766

12.1 to 20.0 12 130 847

20.1 and above 0 22 133

*Rates are computed based on the number of 16- through 19-year-olds in each geographical unit who are not
enrolled and have not graduated from high school, expressed as a percent of an estimated population of 16-
through 19-year-olds. This estimate is based on the current 14- through 17-year-old population in each
geographical unit, ratio adjusted to the size of the United States total population ages 16 through 19. See

the technical appendix for more details.
SOURCE: Unpublished tabulation of data from the 1990 U.S. Census Sample Detail File.

The variation in this status rate was even larger when the rates were computed for the
250 largest cities. Specifically, the percentage of 16- through 19-year-olds who had not
finished high school and were not enrolled in high school in 1990 ranges from 2.1 percent
in Irvine, California to 36.7 percent in Santa Ana, California. Some 61 cities have rates
from 9.0 to 12.0 percent; an additional 37 cities have status dropout rates below 9.0
percent. In the remaining 152 cities, the percentage of 16- through 19-year-olds who were
high school dropouts in 1990 exceeds 9.0 percent, and within that group 22 cities have
dropout rates over 20.0 percent. (Detailed data for the 250 largest cities are included in

appendix table C2).

Comparable data for all counties in the United States show that the percentage of 16-
through 19-year-olds who were not enrolled and had not completed high school in 1990
ranges from less than 1 percent to 55.7 percent. Some 766 counties have rates from 9.0 to
12.0 percent. Of the 1395 counties with rates below 9.0 percent, about one-third (465
counties) have fewer than 5 percent of the 16- through 19-year-old population who were
classified as dropouts. On the other hand, 980 counties have status dropout rates above
12.0 percent; within that group, more than 20 percent of the 16- through 19-year-olds were
dropouts in 1990 in 133 counties. (Detailed data for counties are in appendix table C2.)

Table 8 shows age-specific status dropout rates for this age group. Examination of
the data shows that the rate increases from age 16 through age 18, as the young adult
population passes through the grades where they are most likely to drop out. After age 18
the rates are fairly comparable at each year of age.
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Table 8.—Rate, number, and distribution of status dropouts, by age:
October 1991

Status Numberof Population Percent Percent

dropout status  (in thousands) ofall of
Tate dropouts dropouts  population
Total 12.5 3,881 31,171 100.0 100.0
Age
16 3.5 115 3,340 3.0 10.7
17 8.6 279 3,259 7.2 10.5
18 13.6 436 3,215 11.2 10.3
19 13.1 452 3,449 11.6 11.1
20 15.4 550 3,572 14.2 11.5
21 14.2 522 3,670 13.5 11.8
22 12.8 472 3,685 12.2 11.8
23 15.7 548 3,492 14.1 11.2
24 14.5 506 3,489 13.0 11.2

NOTE: Percentages may not sum to 100 percent due to rounding.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey, October
1991, unpublished data.

Table 9 shows the 1991 status dropout rates for persons age 16 through 24 with
different demographic characteristics. In October 1991, there were similar numbers of male
and female dropouts. Income differentials in the status dropout rate for 16- through 24-
year-olds mirror those observed for the event dropout rates. When dropouts living in
families with low, middle, and high incomes are compared, the status dropout rate
decreases as income increases.2? Persons living in central cities, and in the southern or
western regions of the country, were more likely than others to be status dropouts.2! The

20While the event of dropping out for the status rate may have taken place at any time in the past, family
income is measured for the 12-month period preceding the survey in October of the current year. It is
therefore possible that the family income of the student at the time the individual dropped out was
somewhat different than the current family income. Furthermore, family income is from a single question
asked of the household respondent in the October CPS. In some cases, there are persons 15 to 24 years old
living in the household that are unrelated to the household respondent, yet whose family income is defined
as the income of the family of the houschold respondent. Also, persons may be living in a household
without their parents. Family income in this case measures something other than family background.
However, an analysis of 1991 dropout rates by family status indicated that the bias introduced by persons
not living in households with their parents was not significant. See the technical appendix for more details.

21There are four Census regions used in this report: Northeast, Midwest, South, and West. The Northeast
consists of Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont, Massachusetts, Connecticut, Rhode Island, New York, New
Jersey, and Pennsylvania. The Midwest consists of Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, Wisconsin, Iowa,
Minnesota, Missouri, North Dakota, South Dakota, Nebraska, and Kansas. The South consists of
Delaware, Maryland, Washington, D.C., Virginia, West Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina,
Georgia, Florida, Kentucky, Tennessee, Alabama, Mississippi, Arkansas, Louisiana, Oklahoma, and Texas.
The West consists of Montana, Idaho, Wyoming, Colorado, New Mexico, Arizona, Utah, Nevada,
‘Washington, Oregon, California, Alaska, and Hawaii.
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status dropout rate for black 16- through 24-year-olds was higher than the rate for whites,
and the rate for Hispanics was higher than the rates for blacks and whites.

The 1991 status rate for all persons ages 16 through 24 was not statistically different
from the 1990 rate, nor were there significant differences between the 1991 and 1990 rates
for males, females, or members of different racial or ethnic groups.

Table 9.—Rate, number, and distribution of status dropouts, by sex,
race-ethnicity, income, region, and metropolitan status: October

1991
Status Number of Population  Percent Percent
dropout status  (in thousands) ofall of
rate dropouts dropouts  population
(in thousands)

Total 12.5 3,881 31,171 100.0 100.0
Sex

Male 13.0 2,001 15,408 51.6 49.4

Female 11.9 1,880 15,763 48.4 50.6
Race—ethnicityl

White, non-Hispanic 8.9 1,953 21,883 50.3 70.2

Black, non-Hispanic 13.6 609 4,475 15.7 14.4

Hispanic 35.3 1,241 3,519 32.0 11.3
Family income2

Low income level 26.5 1,556 5,882 40.1 18.9

Middle income level 11.8 2,135 18,140 55.0 58.2

High income level 2.7 190 7,149 4.9 22.9
Region

Northeast 9.1 531 5,864 13.7 18.8

Midwest 9.7 755 7,772 19.5 24.9

South 14.1 1,526 10,826 39.3 34.7

West 15.9 1,069 6,708 27.5 21.5
Metropolitan status

Central city 16.3 1,716 10,525 45.4 33.8

Suburban 9.4 1,318 14,060 34.9 45.1

Non-metropolitan 11.3 746 6,585 19.7 21.1

1 Not shown separately are non-Hispanics who are neither black nor white, but who are included in the

total.
2 Family income in current residence. Low income is defined as the bottom 20 percent of all family

incomes for 1991; middle income is between 20 and 80 percent of all family incomes; and high income is
the top 20 percent of all family incomes.

NOTE: Percentages may not sum to 100 percent due to rounding.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey, October
1991, unpublished data. ,
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Analysis of status dropout rates for racial-ethnic groups by income level shows that
the pattern observed across income levels was repeated for both white and black 16-
through 24-year-olds, and the rates for those two groups were comparable at each income
level (table 10). More specifically, the status dropout rates for whites and blacks (and
Hispanics) were highest in the low income group; and the rates for whites and blacks in
middle income families were higher than the rates in high income families. When
comparisons are drawn across racial-ethnic groups within each income level, there were no
differences in status dropout rates of white and black 16- through 24-year-olds. The rates
for Hispanic 16- through 24-year-olds were, however, higher within each income level.

Table 10.—Status dropout rate, ages 16-24, by income and race—ethnicity:
October 1991

Race—ethnicity!
Total White, Black, Hispanic
non-Hispanic non-Hispanic

~ (percent)

Total 12.5 8.9 13.6 35.3
Family income?

Low income level 26.5 22.0 22.8 47.9
Middle income level 11.8 9.1 9.7 31.6
High income level 2.7 2.3 2.4 11.4

I'Not shown separately are non-Hispanics who are neither black nor white, but who are included in the
total.

2 Family income in current residence. Low income is defined as the bottom 20 percent of all family
incomes for 1991; middle income is between 20 and 80 percent of all family incomes; and high income is
the top 20 percent of all family incomes.

NOTE: Percentages may not sum to 100 percent due to rounding.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey, October
1991, unpublished data.

Table 11 indicates that the general racial-ethnic patterns seen in table 9 are repeated in
each region. The status dropout rates for Hispanics were higher than the rates for whites
and blacks in each region, and the rates for blacks were higher than those for whites in the
Northeast and Midwest. In addition, whites residing in the South were more likely to be
status dropouts than were whites in the Northeast or Midwest.
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Table 11.—Status dropout rate, ages 16-24, by region and race—ethnicity:
October 1991

Race—ethnicity*
Total White, Black, Hispanic
non-Hispanic non-Hispanic

(percent)

Total 12.5 8.9 13.6 353
Region

Northeast 9.1 6.4 13.3 29.1
Midwest 9.7 7.6 18.2 38.0
South 14.1 11.9 12.8 32.4
West 15.9 8.7 7.4 38.5

* Not shown separately are non-Hispanics who are neither black nor white, but who are included in the
total.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey, October
1991, unpublished data.

The status dropout rates for Hispanics range from 2 to 5 times those of whites and
blacks in the nation as a whole and within each region. In October 1991, approximately
one-third of all Hispanics ages 16 through 24 had not finished high school and were not
enrolled in school. Data from the November 1989 supplement to the CPS can be used to
examine subgroup membership, generation, and educational level within the Hispanic
population.22 In November 1989, the dropout rates for all Hispanics, for Mexican-
Americans, and Puerto Ricans were 3 times the rate for non-Hispanics (table 12). The rate
for Cubans was about the same as the non-Hispanic rate.

22M. Frase, “Are High Hispanic Dropout Rates a Result of Recent Immigration?” U.S. Department of
Education, National Center for Education Statistics, (July 1992).
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Table 12.—Rate and number of Hispanic status dropouts, by ethnicity:
November 1989

Status Number
dropout of
rate dropouts
(in thousands)
Total 31.0 1,055
Ethnicity

Cuban 9.2 10
Mexican-American 35.8 783
Puerto Rican 32.1 123
Other Hispanics 19.0 139

NOTE: Percentages may not sum to 100 percent due to rounding.

SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey, November 1989.

Table 13.—Rate and number of status dropouts, ages 16-24, by recency of
migration and ethnicity: November 1989

Status Number Ethnicity
dropout of dropouts Hispanic = Non-Hispanic
rate (in thousands)
Totall 12.5 3,991 31.0 10.3
Recency of migration
Born outside 50 states
and D.C. 28.9 684 43.0 7.9
First generation2 10.4 239 17.3 6.2
Second generation or more3 11.2 2,878 23.7 10.7

1 Total includes a small proportion for whom place of birth is unknown.

2 Individuals defined as first generation were born in the 50 states or the District of Columbia and have one
or both parents born outside the 50 states and the District of Columbia.

3 Individuals defined as second generation or more were born in the 50 states or the District of Columbia
and have both parents born in the United States.

NOTE: Percentages may not sum to 100 percent due to rounding.

SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey, November 1989.

Given that nearly half (43 percent) of all Hispanics ages 16-24 were not born in the
50 states or the District of Columbia, an analysis of dropout rates for Hispanic young
adults by place of birth and generational status may inform the question of the extent to
which the high Hispanic dropout rate is influenced by the educational experiences of recent
immigrants (table 13).
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The data in table 13 show that the status dropout rate of 43 percent for Hispanics ages
16-24 years who were born elsewhere was higher than the status dropout rates for first
generation Hispanics (17.3 percent) or second generation or more (23.7 percent).
However, in each of these three groups the rate for Hispanic young adults was higher than

the rate for non-Hispanics in the same group.

Not only were the Hispanic dropout rates high, but on average, a larger proportion of
Hispanic dropouts completed less than 9 years of school than non-Hispanic dropouts. Data
in table 14 show that as of 1989, approximately 46 percent of the Hispanic dropouts had
less than a 9th grade education, compared to about 19 percent of the non-Hispanic

dropouts.

Table 14.—Educational attainment of status dropouts, ages 16-24, by
recency of migration and ethnicity: November 1989

Years of School Completed

<7 7-8 9 10 11

Totall 10.3 16.1 20.6 27.4 25.7
Recency of migration

Born outside 50

states and D.C. 35.1 21.8 18.2 12.9 12.0

First generation2 3.2 15.0 15.7 234 42.7

Second generation or more3 4.2 14.4 21.8 31.0 28.6
Ethnicity

Non-Hispanic 4.8 14.4 21.5 31.1 28.2

Hispanic 25.4 20.8 18.3 16.8 18.7

1 Total includes a small proportion for whom place of birth is unknown.
2 Individuals defined as first generation were born in the 50 states or the District of Columbia and have one

or both parents born outside the 50 states and the District of Columbia.
3 Individuals defined as second generation or more were born in the 50 states or the District of Columbia

and have both parents born in the United States.
NOTE: Percentages may not sum to 100 percent due to rounding.

SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey, November 1989.

Trends over Time

The percentage of young persons who are status dropouts has generally declined over
the last two decades (figure 5). In 1972, approximately 15 percent of persons 16 through
24 years old had not completed high school and were not currently enrolled, while in 1991

some 13 percent were dropouts.?3

23The statistical significance of the trends presented in this section was assessed using weighted least
squares regression analyses. For a full discussion of the statistical methods used, see appendix B.
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Figure 5.—Status dropout rates for persons ages 16-24, by race—ethnicity:
October 1972 through October 1991
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SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey, October
(various years), unpublished data.

Figure 5 also shows that the percentage of blacks who were status dropouts has
decreased substantially since the early 1970s (from 21 percent in 1972 to 14 percent in
1991), while the status dropout rate for whites has decreased less (from 12 percent in 1972
to 9 percent in 1991). Although the year-to-year estimates fluctuate, the Hispanic status rate
showed no trend and has been consistently higher than the status rates for whites.24
However, Hispanics make up an increasing proportion of all dropouts (figure 6), due
mainly to the changing composition of the population ages 16 through 24. While the
population of whites ages 16 through 24 has decreased from approximately 28 million in
1980 to around 22 million in 1991, the population of Hispanics ages 16 through 24 has
increased from approximately 2.5 million in 1980 to around 3.5 million in 1991. The black
population of this age range has held constant at approximately 4 million persons. Because
Hispanics now make up a larger proportion of the population, even without the decreases
in the status dropout rates for whites and blacks, Hispanics would constitute a larger
proportion of status dropouts.

2AThe erratic nature of the Hispanic status rate reflects, in part, the small sample size of Hispanics in CPS.
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Figure 6.—Number of status dropouts, ages 16-24, by race—ethnicity:
October 1972 through October 1991
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SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey, October
(various years), unpublished data.

The relationship between white female and male status rates changed over the last 20
years (figure 7). White female status rates declined from about 13 percent in 1972 to only 9
percent in 1991. White male rates remained fairly constant from 1972 to 1984, but have
declined since, from about 12 percent in 1984 to just under 9 percent in 1991.25 Over the
last 20 years, the status rates of both black males and black females declined. Black male
rates declined from about 22 percent in 1972 to 14 percent in 1991, and black female rates

declined from 21 percent in 1972 to approximately 17 percent in 1991.26

25 As was shown in some detail in the 1988 dropout report, some of the difference in male and female trends
may reflect the influence of the military buildup during the Vietnam War. Since CPS covers only the
civilian, non-institutionalized population, the CPS estimates for the number of 16- through 24-year-old
males in the population and the number of male dropouts do not reflect the large proportion of males in this

age group in military service during the period 1968-1974.

26The status dropout rate for black females appears to have increased in recent years, but the observed
differences are not statistically significant.
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Figure 7.—Status dropout rate, ages 16-24, by race—ethnicity and sex:
October 1972 through October 1991
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SOURCE: U.S. Department of Comimerce, Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey, October
(various years), unpublished data.

The decline observed in the aggregate status dropout rate over the last two decades
was evident at each age as well (figure 8). Also, the age patterns observed in the 1991 data
are apparent over time as well, with a higher rate at each age from 16 to 17 to 18 and 19.
This reflects the experiences of the young adult population as they pass through the years
when dropping out is most likely to occur.
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Figure 8.—Status dropout rate, ages 16-24, by age group: October 1972
through October 1991
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SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey, October
(various years), unpublished data.

The 1991 income differentials in dropout rates were evident over the last decade
(figure 9). More specifically, there were no differences between the status dropout rates of
white and black 16- to 24-year-olds within each income group. In addition, the rates for
whites and blacks were constant within each income group since the early 1980s. The rates
for Hispanic 16- to 24-year-olds appear to be higher than the rates for whites and blacks,
especially at the low and middle income levels, but as is the case in other comparisons, the

small sample sizes for Hispanics lead to erratic results.2’

27When the entire two decade time frame is considered, the data show decreases in the status rates of blacks
at each income level, of whites in the middle group, and Hispanics in the low income group.

24



Figure 9.—Status dropout rate, ages 16-24, by income! and race—ethnicity: October
1972 through October 1991
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1 Low income is defined as the bottom 20 percent of all family incomes for the relevant year; middle
income is between 20 and 80 percent of all family incomes; and high income is the top 20 percent of all
family incomes.

2 Data on family income not available for this year.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey, October
(various years), unpublished data.
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Table 15 shows the trends over time for status rates for persons 16 through 24 years
old residing in different regions of the country and for persons residing in central city,
suburban, and non-metropolitan settings. While the status rate decreased in the Northeast
and the South from 1975 to 1991, there was no evidence of a trend in the West and the
Midwest. The rate declined by about 20 percent in the Northeast and about 30 percent in the
South. Although the status rate decreased substantially in non-metropolitan areas, it
remained fairly constant in central cities and suburban areas. Between 1975 and 1991 the
percentage of status dropouts in non-metropolitan areas declined by 33 percent.

Table 15.—Status dropout rate, ages 16-24, by region and metropolitan
status: Selected years, October 1975 through October 1991

October
1975 1980 1985 1990 1991
(percent)
Total 13.9 14.1 12.6 12.1 12.5
Region
Northeast 11.3 10.4 9.9 8.7 9.1
Midwest 10.9 11.5 9.8 9.1 9.7
South 18.9 18.2 15.2 14.5 14.1
West 13.0 14.9 14.6 14.7 15.9
Metropolitan status
Central city 15.7 16.9 15.3 15.5 16.3
Suburban 10.2 11.1 10.0 9.9 9.4
Non-metropolitan 16.8 15.3 13.6 11.7 11.3

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, “School Enrollment—Social and
Economic Characteristics of Students, October (various years),” Current Population Reports, Series P-20,
and unpublished tabulations.

Cohort Rates

Longitudinal or cohort analyses are based on repeated measures of a group of
individuals with a set of shared experiences. The initial experience that is used to define the
group can be date of birth, age at a particular point in time, entry into school, grade level in
school, entry into the military, marriage, or any one of a number of other specific events.
These analyses can be done in one of two ways. Consecutive ages or grades taken from
existing cross-sectional data across a series of years can be linked together to portray the
experiences of an age or grade cohort. This approach can be operationalized using CPS
data on enrollments and dropouts. Alternatively, a prospective study can be used to follow
the same group of individuals over a number of years. This approach has been used by
NCES, where particular grades in school have been selected as the starting points for
longitudinal studies of educational processes and experiences.
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Cohort Analysis of National Sample Survey Data

Table 16 provides an illustration of cohort dropout rates based on cross-sectional
CPS data. In 1979, approximately 11 percent of the 16- through 18-year-old age group
were identified as status dropouts. Three years later in 1982 this group was 19, 20, and 21
years old; by that time most of these individuals would have completed high school. The
increased dropout rate at ages 19 through 21 (16.6 percent) reflects the dropout rates
observed in the cross-sectional event rates for grades 10-12. By 1985, at ages 22 through
24, the dropout rate for this group had declined to about 14 percent; this decrease was most
likely a result of delayed decisions to complete high school or an equivalent program.28

Table 16.—Status dropout rates for persons ages 16-24, by cohorts:
October 1973 through October 1991

Age groups
Year 16-18 19-21 22-24
1973 11.2 16.0 15.5
1976 11.5 15.9 15.1
1979 11.3 16.9 15.6
1982 10.1 16.6 14.7
1985 13.9 14.1 14.1
1988 9.3 14.8 14.6
1991 8.5 14.3 14.3

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey, October
(various years), unpublished data.

The cross-sectional variations noted earlier across age groups and over time are also
evident in this table. Comparisons across age groups in each year (rows) show higher rates
at ages 19-21 than at ages 16—18. This increase was then followed by a leveling off from
ages 19-24. (In this case the late completer phenomena evident in the cohort analysis was
not evident in the cross-sectional data.) Time trends for these age groups (columns) reflect
an overall tendency towards decreasing dropout rates over time, consistent with the
downward trends observed in the aggregate status dropout rate for 16- through 24-year-
olds.29

NCES Longitudinal Studies

In the NCES longitudinal collections, cohort dropout rates are computed that describe
the portion of a cohort that drops out over a period of successive years. Longitudinal data
offer the additional advantage of tracing individual students who drop out and re-enter to

28[n some cohorts the rate for the 22- through 24-year-old age group holds constant relative to the rate for
the 19- through 21-year-old age group, while in others it declines.

29Tests of the trends in these data were conducted on all years 1972 through 1991, not just the years
presented here.
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provide measures of returning and late high school completion. In addition, to the extent
that the previous experiences and behaviors impact on the individual student’s decision to
drop out, a longitudinal data base provides the data necessary to describe the dropouts
background characteristics and educational experiences in a way that is not possible with
the cross-sectional CPS data used in the computation of the event and status dropout rates.

Over the last decade NCES has conducted the High School and Beyond study
(HS&B), a longitudinal study of the high school sophomore class of 1980. The data from
the HS&B third followup indicate that 17.3 percent of the 1980 sophomore cohort dropped
out of high school by the end of their scheduled senior year: 14.8 percent of white
students, 22.2 percent of black students, and 27.9 percent of Hispanic students. By 1986
about 46 percent of these dropouts (8 percent of all students in the cohort) had returned to

school and either earned a high school diploma or its equivalent.30

The most recent NCES longitudinal study, the National Education Longitudinal Study
of 1988 (NELS:88), is the first of its longitudinal education studies to begin surveying
students as early as eighth grade. NELS:88 provides the unprecedented opportunity to
study young dropouts on a national scale. NELS:88 also provides a basis for examining the
contextual factors associated with dropping out, especially those related to the school. In
addition, it provides data needed to profile the movement of students in and out of school,

including alternative high school programs.

NELS:88 started with the base-year data collection in which students, parents,
teachers, and school administrators were selected to participate in the survey. The total
eighth-grade enrollment for the 1,052 NELS:88 sample schools was 202,996. During the
listing procedures (before 24-26 students were selected per school), 5.35 percent of the
students were excluded because they were identified by school staff as being incapable of
completing the NELS:88 instruments owing to limitations in their language proficiency or
to mental or physical disabilities. Ultimately, 93 percent or 24,599 of the sample students
participated in the base-year survey in the spring of 1988.

The NELS:88 first followup survey was conducted in the spring of 1990. Students,
dropouts, teachers, and school administrators participated in the followup, with a
successful data collection effort for approximately 93 percent of the base-year student
respondents. In addition, because the characteristics and education outcomes of the
students excluded from the base year may differ from those of students who participated in
the base-year data collection, a special study was initiated to identify the enrollment status
of a representative sample of the base-year ineligible students. Data from this sample were
then combined with first followup data for the computation of 8th- to 10th-grade cohort

dropout rates.3!

This process of tracking the education outcomes of a national sample of students will
be continued with future followups; during the second followup in 1992 most of the
students in this cohort will be near the end of their senior year of high school, and by the
third followup in 1994 most will have completed high school. These longitudinal data will
provide an opportunity to study the movements of students dropping out and then returning
to school, as well as the progress of students staying in school until high school

30See M. Frase, Dropout Rates in the United States: 1988, U.S. Department of Education, National Center
for Education Statistics (September 1989), for a full discussion of the cohort rate from High School and

Beyond.
31For a more detailed definition of the cohort rate presented here, see appendix B.
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completion. Data from the second and third followups can then be compared to the earlier
results from HS&B, and the overall dropout rates and high school completion rates will
provide the first opportunity to study the outcomes of an individual cohort as its members
make the transition from eighth grade to high school and then to alternative postsecondary
outcomes.

Cohort Rates from NELS:88 1988-1990

Table 17 shows the cohort dropout and retention rates for the eighth-grade class of
1988 for the spring of 1990. Some 6.8 percent of this cohort dropped out of school
between the 8th grade and the end of the 10th grade.32 While there were no significant
differences in the percentage of males and females dropping out, cohort rates were
significantly higher among blacks and Hispanics than among whites and Asians.33

Table 17.—NELS:88 8th- to 10th-grade cohort dropout and retention rates,
by sex and race-ethnicity: 1990

Cohort School
dropout retention
rate rate
Total 6.8 93.2
Sex
Male 7.2 92.8
Female 6.5 93.5
Race—ethnicity*
Asian/Pacific Islander 4.0 96.0
Hispanic 9.6 90.4
Black, non-Hispanic 10.2 89.8
White, non-Hispanic 5.2 94.8
Native American 9.2 90.8

* Not shown separately are 434 persons (approximately 2 percent of the unweighted sample) whose race—
ethnicity are unknown.

NOTE: Percentages may not sum to 100 percent due to rounding.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, National Education
Longitudinal Study of 1988—First Followup Survey, 1990, unpublished data.

32Table 17 is based on the full NELS:88 base-year sample plus the sample of base-year ineligibles. Tables
18, 19, and 20 are based solely on the base-year sample of NELS:88. See the technical appendix for details.

33While the estimate for Native Americans was as high as the rate for blacks and Hispanics, the differences
between the Native American rate and those for whites and Asians were not statistically significant, due to
the relatively small sample size of Native Americans in the NELS:88 survey. In addition, further analyses
of the NELS:88 data indicate that dropout rates are similar for white, black, and Hispanic students within
socioeconomic levels. See J. Owings and S. Peng, Transitions Experienced by 1988 Eighth Graders, U.S.
Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, (April 1992).
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Reasons for Dropping Out

During the first followup survey, dropouts in the NELS:88 8th-grade cohort reported
dropping out for school-related reasons more often than for job-related or family concerns
(table 18). Over half of the students left because they “did not like school,” while about 40
percent left because they were failing school. Furthermore, over half of male dropouts said
they left because they “could not get along with teachers™ (only about 17 percent of female
students left for this reason). In addition, 23 percent felt they “did not belong™ at school.
However, black dropouts were Jess likely than white dropouts to report this as a reason for
dropping out. Only 8 percent of black dropouts felt they didn’t belong compared with 31

percent of white dropouts.34

While overall, dropouts were more likely to report school-related reasons for
dropping out, female dropouts were more likely than males to report family-related
reasons. Almost one-third of female dropouts (31 percent), said they left school because
they were pregnant—21 percent of Hispanics, 41 percent of blacks, and 32 percent of
whites. Furthermore, 24 percent of female dropouts left because they had gotten married,
compared with only 3 percent of male dropouts. However, black dropouts were far less
likely than their peers to have reported “got married” as a reason for dropping out—1
percent compared with 22 percent of Hispanic and 15 percent of white dropouts.

34 Although there appear to be other racial~ethnic differences in the reasons for dropping out, none of these
are statistically significant due to the relatively small samples of 8th- through 10th-grade dropouts in the

NELS:88 survey.
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Table 18.—Percentage of NELS:88 8th- to 10th-grade dropouts who
reported that various reasons for dropping out of school applied
to them, by sex and race—ethnicity: 1990

Race-ethnicity
Black, White,
Sex non- non-
Total Male Female Hispanic Hispanic Hispanic

School related:
Did not like school 51.2 57.8 44.2 42.3 44.9 57.5
Could not get along
with teachers 35.0 516 172 26.8 30.2 39.2
Could not get along
with students 20.1 183 219 18.2 319 17.4
Was suspended too often  16.1 19.2 127 14.5 26.3 13.1
Did not feel safe at school 12.1 11.5 12.8 12.8 19.7 9.5
Was expelled 134 176 8.9 12.5 244 8.7
Felt I didn’t belong 23.2 315 144 19.3 7.5 31.3
Could not keep up with
schoolwork 31.3 37.6 247 19.5 30.1 35.8
Was failing school 399 46.2 33.1 39.3 30.1 44.8
Changed school and did
not like new school 13.2 108 15.8 10.3 21.3 9.8
Job related:
Could not work and go to
school at same time 14.1  20.0 7.8 14.3 9.0 15.9
Had to get a job 15.3 147 16.0 17.5 11.8 14.3
Found a job 153 18.6 11.8 20.8 6.3 17.6
Family related: '
Had to support family 9.2 48 140 13.1 8.1 9.0
Wanted to have family 6.2 4.2 8.4 8.9 6.7 54
Was pregnant™ 310 — 310 20.7 40.6 32.1
Became parent 13.6 51 226 10.3 18.9 12.9
Got married 13.1 3.4 23.6 21.6 1.4 15.3
Had to care for family
member 8.3 4.6 122